Perceptions of verbal abuse were examined in a sample of 120 female undergraduate students. Participants read a scenario depicting a verbally abusive situation between a male and a female college student. The scenarios varied by type of relationship (friendship vs. dating), duration of relationship (1 month vs. 2 years), and genders of perpetrator and victim. Participants rated the perpetrator's behavior, the victim's behavior, the severity of the overall situation, and the likelihood of future violence. Results indicated that the incident was seen as more serious when the perpetrator was male. However, more blame was placed on the female perpetrator than the male perpetrator. Interestingly, when the male was the perpetrator, the female victim's behavior was perceived as less appropriate in a friendship than in a dating relationship. The authors suggest further research should continue to isolate variables that may affect perceptions of verbal abuse.
abuse. The current study focused on three central variables: genders of the perpetrator and victim, length of relationship, and type of relationship.
Research regarding the effects of perpetrator gender on perceptions of abuse has typically focused on episodes of physical abuse. A physically violent act, when committed by a female, is judged less harshly than the same act committed by a male. For instance, Harris and Cook (1994) found that participants judged a battering incident committed by a wife to be less serious than the same incident committed by a husband. Similarly, Bethke and DeJoy (1993) reported that participants rated a slap by a male to be less acceptable than the same action by a female. These gender differences probably result from people perceiving males to have the ability to incur more physical damage than females.
In addition to the gender of the perpetrator, another variable that has been shown to have an effect on perceptions of abuse is the attribution of blame. For example, Harris and Cook (1994) found that participants blamed a male perpetrator more than a female perpetrator. Participants read a fictitious newspaper report in which a wife either battered a husband or a husband battered a wife. Results indicated that when the husband was the batterer, he was held more responsible for the incident than when the wife was the batterer. Based on this study of physical violence we might expect that male perpetrators will be blamed more than female perpetrators in incidences of verbal abuse.
Research regarding the effects of length of relationship also has traditionally focused on physical violence. Physically violent acts, when occurring in more casual relationships, are perceived as less acceptable than those same acts when occurring in a more serious relationship (Bethke & DeJoy, 1993) . When asked about the appropriateness of slapping a partner, participants rated the slap as less appropriate when the relationship was casual than when it was serious. Perhaps when participants perceive that the people in a relationship are more committed to each other, participants may be more willing to overlook flaws in the relationship because they presume the partners are more emotionally attached to each other.
Previous research has concluded that physical violence occurs more frequently in longer, more serious rather than shorter, more casual relationships (VanVoorhis, 1996) . Epperson, Wilson, Estes and Lovell (1992) found that participants who read a scenario depicting an act of physical violence gave fewer suggestions to leave the relationship when the couple was married and the abuse was severe and frequent. Based on these studies of physical violence, we might then expect that verbal abuse will be judged more harshly when it occurs in shorter, more casual rather than longer, more serious relationships.
There is little to no research that compares abuse in friendships to abuse in romantic relationships. Indeed, physical abuse appears to be less common in non-romantic friendships. However, friendships can be verbally abusive. The current study was designed to explore differences in perceptions of verbal abuse when comparing romantic and non-romantic relationships.
The current study examines the impact of genders of perpetrator and victim, length of relationship, and type of relationship on the perceptions of the severity of abuse. In regards to gender of perpetrator, we expect that participants will rate a verbally abusive scenario more seriously when the gender of the perpetrator is male. We also expect that participants will rate verbal abuse in a short-term relationship more seriously than verbal abuse in a long-term relationship. Finally, with no substantial literature on the topic, we have no hypothesis regarding the effect of the type of relationship. Overall, the results will help researchers and practitioners begin to understand the parameters of verbal abuse. This may, in turn, further the investigation of the ramifications of verbal abuse and help initiate abuse prevention programming.
METHOD

Participants
Participants were 120 female undergraduate students enrolled in an introductory psychology course at a mid-sized midwestern university. The mean age was 19.1 (SD = 2.27) with 90% of the students classified as freshmen or sophomores. Ninety-five percent of the respondents were Caucasian with the rest evenly split among other ethnic groups. The median longest romantic relationship was 18 months (SD = 28.81).
Materials & Procedure
Eight scenarios depicting a verbally abusive situation between a man and a woman were developed. The scenarios varied by the genders of the perpetrator and victim, the type of relationship, and the length of relationship (See Appendix A). The final scenario was "toned down" as the result of pilot work, which suggested that the initial version might have produced a ceiling effect. The questionnaire consisted of 22 items that measured the dependent variables of the severity of the incident, overall perpetrator behavior, overall victim behavior, and the likelihood of physical violence. Three items regarding the believability of the scenario were used as a manipulation check. Each item was answered using a line scale anchored at 0 cm. (meaning "not at all") and 11.6 cm. (meaning "very"). Participants marked the line with a slash to indicate their level of agreement. Additionally, there were three openended questions that asked the participants to explain the difference between verbal abuse and verbal aggression. As they arrived, participants were instructed to read the scenario and complete the survey. Following completion of the survey, participants were debriefed.
RESULTS
Results indicate a moderately high internal consistency in the scales measuring believability of the scenario (α = .89), victim behavior (α = .73), and perpetrator behavior (α = .71). Questions relating to the incident as a whole had a coefficient alpha level of .57. According to participant ratings, the incident was viewed as moderately believable (mean = 19.45, SD = 7.00) with no change in believability among the independent variables. The moderate believability rating is interesting given 77% of the respondents reported that they knew someone who had been in a relationship like the one portrayed in the scenario. Consequently, there appears to be a contradiction between the perceived probability of a hypothetical verbally abusive situation and the participants' actual experiences. Future researchers may find it worthwhile to investigate this contradiction further.
Results were analyzed by conducting a series of 2x2x2 ANOVAs to look for main effects and interactions. A main effect of gender was found on the dependent variable of incident [F (1, 112) = 5.374, p< .05] in that the participants rated the incident as more serious when the perpetrator was a man. Table 1 shows that the mean scores for both genders are well over the midpoint of the possible range of scores, indicating that all scenarios were interpreted as being quite serious. None of the other main effects or interactions were significant. A dependent variable of perpetrator blame was created based on three questions relating to provocation, blame, and fault of the perpetrator's behavior. A main effect of gender [F (1, 112) = 6.855; p< .01] revealed that respondents blamed the female perpetrator more than the male perpetrator (See Table 2 ). It is interesting to note that while both of the mean perpetrators' blame ratings were above the midpoint of the possible range, there was more variability in the male perpetrator's ratings than in the female perpetrator's ratings. No other main effects or interactions were significant. Table 3 ). Specifically, the female victim's behavior was seen as less acceptable in a friendship than in a dating relationship. A Student-Newman-Keuls post hoc test revealed that the male victim's behavior was rated the same regardless of type of relationship and did not differ from the ratings of the female victim in either type of relationship (See Figure 1) . It should be noted that all means were below the midpoint of the scale, indicating that the victim's behavior in all scenarios was generally considered appropriate. Responses made on a line scale, anchored at 0 cm. = "not at all" and 11.6 cm. = "very." 
Friends Dating
A dependent variable was created based on a question involving the likelihood of the perpetrator becoming physically violent. A main effect of gender was significant [F (1, 112) = 31.48, p=.000] in that the respondents indicated a much greater likelihood of future physical violence when the perpetrator was male than when the perpetrator was female (See Table 4 ). No other main effects or interactions were significant. Responses made on a line scale, anchored at 0 cm. = "not at all" and 11.6 cm. = "very."
DISCUSSION
The first hypothesis was supported in that participants rated a verbally abusive scenario more serious when the perpetrator was male. This is similar to research conducted by Harris and Cook (1994) , which indicated that a battering incident was considered less serious when the wife was the batterer. Actually, the participants may have related the severity of the scenario to their beliefs about the potential for physical abuse. For example, if participants thought it was more likely that a man would become physically violent with a woman, they might rate the incident as more serious. In fact, when asked about the likelihood of future violence, respondents did indicate a much greater likelihood of physical violence when the perpetrator was male. Future research should explore the possible relationship between the perceived seriousness of a verbally abusive incident and the participants' beliefs about future violence.
Results also show that the female perpetrator was blamed more than the male perpetrator. This is contrary to previous research on physical abuse when Harris and Cook (1994) examined the amount of blame placed on a husband battering his wife, a wife battering her husband, and a gay man battering his partner. Results indicated that the husband was blamed more for battering his wife than the wife for battering her husband. This may be explained by the different nature of physical and verbal abuse. With physical abuse, people often see males as having an unfair advantage: physical strength. On the other hand, males and females are likely seen as having an equal ability to be verbally abusive. However, while aggression in boys is acceptable, girls are taught that aggression may be harmful to their relationships (Campbell, 1993) . Therefore, when the woman in the scenario became aggressive, she would be seen as violating a social norm. With this in mind, respondents may be prone to blame a woman more than a man for the same level of aggression.
Our second hypothesis was not supported. Length of relationship was not found to be a significant factor in perceptions of the scenario. This is contrary to research regarding physical abuse in which abuse in short-term relationships was perceived as less acceptable than abuse in long-term relationships (Bethke & DeJoy, 1993) . It is possible that this occurred because respondents didn't take note of the length of relationship, since it was mentioned only briefly in the first paragraph. It would have been interesting to see if respondents could have correctly identified the length of relationship after filling out the survey. It is also possible however, that respondents just didn't consider the length of relationship to be an important factor. This may suggest that there are different "rules" for interpreting verbal abuse as opposed to physical abuse. For this reason, it is important that verbal abuse be studied independent of physical or other types of abuse.
We had no hypothesis regarding the independent variable of type of relationship. Interestingly, respondents rated the female victim's behavior as less acceptable in a friendship than in a dating relationship. A possible explanation is that participants are using a combination of two perspectives to rate the female victims in a friendship. First, respondents may consider friendships as having less emotional commitment than dating relationships. In this case, they may suggest that a better course of action for the woman would have been to either drop the subject or leave the situation instead of retaliating. This would be supported by research in which participants expect women to be submissive, timid, and forgiving, and expect men to be aggressive and dominant (Williams & Best, 1990) . When a woman retaliates against an aggressive person, she is violating the norms for her gender. This may lead participants to rate females, but not males, more negatively when they retaliate in an aggressive situation.
A number of social psychology theories could be explored in relation to the aforementioned results. For example, Thibaut and Kelley's (1959) social exchange theory would explain this perspective by suggesting that the costs of staying in an abusive friendship may outweigh the benefits. Specifically, a friendship might not have as many benefits as a dating relationship. Therefore, the social exchange theory would not support staying in the current aggressive situation. Another theory that would be interesting to investigate is the "just world" hypothesis. This theory states that people like to believe that they live in a "just world." Therefore, when someone is a victim, they are somehow deserving of being a victim (Lerner, 1980) . If the participants in this study believed in a "just world," they may have rated a victim's behavior as less appropriate in order to restore their own beliefs in a "just world." Continuing research could examine how various social psychology theories could explain the perceptions of verbal abuse.
The second part of this explanation is that it is traditionally assumed that aggression is a masculine trait, while women are expected to be more submissive (Williams & Best, 1990) . Although many people, especially women, claim not to believe in these traditional gender stereotypes, research consistently indicates that most people still conform to them. Infante and Rancer (1996) found that participants overestimated the number of verbally aggressive statements made by a woman. They suggest that because women are not expected to engage in verbally aggressive behavior, when they do, the extent of their aggressiveness is magnified. Therefore, in our study, when the female victim retaliated, instead of being passive, respondents might reflect their disapproval by rating the female victim's behavior more negatively than the male's behavior. If the participants combined these perspectives, it would lead them to rate a female victim, but not a male victim, more negatively in a friendship than in a dating relationship.
While verbal aggression has often been studied in conjunction with other types of aggression, the current study provides a reasonable motive to study verbal aggression by itself. It appears that people perceive verbal aggression differently when not paired with other types of aggression. Furthermore, the research regarding abuse has traditionally focused on familial and romantic relationships. The current study has laid a foundation for much needed research in other types of relationships (i.e., friends, college roommates, coworkers, etc.). Finally, one of the limitations of the current study is that the participants were all female. Future research should examine men's perceptions of a verbally abusive scenario to assess whether gender of respondent is a significant factor in judging the severity of verbal abuse.
APPENDIX A: Scenario
Ben and Carrie 1 have been friends 2 for two years 3 . They have taken several classes together and have lived in the same dorm. Carrie asked Ben to join her for lunch to talk about a problem with a class. Ben was ten minutes late for their meeting. The following conversation took place when they met for lunch.
